Human females show a preference for the scent of symmetrical male bodies and appearance of masculine male faces only when conception is likely. These traits are thought to be signs of male quality. We examined whether females show an enhanced visual preference for another putative sign of mate quality, facial symmetry, when conception is likely. Twenty-nine females not taking oral contraceptives (nonpill users) rated the attractiveness of male faces varying in symmetry level (low, normal, high and perfect) for a short-term sexual partner at two phases of the menstrual cycle (low and high conception risk). They also rated the attractiveness of male faces for a long-term sexual partner and female faces for general attractiveness. We also tested a control group of 27 pill users. An overall preference for symmetry was found in all participants. However, the hypothesized enhanced cyclic preference for symmetrical male faces in nonpill users was not found. Nor was there an effect of relationship context. These results may be more consistent with a direct benefit or sensory bias model for preference evolution than with an indirect genetic benefit model.
Human females show a preference for the scent of symmetrical male bodies and appearance of masculine male faces only when conception is likely. These traits are thought to be signs of male quality. We examined whether females show an enhanced visual preference for another putative sign of mate quality, facial symmetry, when conception is likely. Twenty-nine females not taking oral contraceptives (nonpill users) rated the attractiveness of male faces varying in symmetry level (low, normal, high and perfect) for a short-term sexual partner at two phases of the menstrual cycle (low and high conception risk). They also rated the attractiveness of male faces for a long-term sexual partner and female faces for general attractiveness. We also tested a control group of 27 pill users. An overall preference for symmetry was found in all participants. However, the hypothesized enhanced cyclic preference for symmetrical male faces in nonpill users was not found. Nor was there an effect of relationship context. These results may be more consistent with a direct benefit or sensory bias model for preference evolution than with an indirect genetic benefit model. Symmetry is an important feature in human attractiveness. Both artificially constructed and naturally occurring symmetry displayed by human faces are judged to be attractive (Grammer & Thornhill 1994; Rhodes et al. 1998 Rhodes et al. , 1999a Mealey et al. 1999; Scheib et al. 1999) and general body symmetry is associated with men's attractiveness to women (Thornhill & Gangestad 1994; Thornhill et al. 1995; Gangestad & Thornhill 1997 , 1998 . Average facial configurations are also attractive (Langlois & Roggman 1990; Rhodes et al. 1999b) . Facial averageness and symmetry are positively correlated but they contribute independently to facial attractiveness (Rhodes et al. 1999b) .
A human preference for symmetry could represent an adaptive mechanism of mate choice if symmetrical individuals have superior phenotypic or genetic quality (Gangestad et al. 1994; Thornhill & Gangestad 1996; Møller & Swaddle 1997; Gangestad & Simpson 2000) . This argument is based on the notion that deviations from symmetry reflect an individual's inability to undergo stable development of their phenotype when exposed to a range of environmental conditions (Van Valen 1962; Palmer & Strobeck 1986; reviewed in Møller & Swaddle 1997) . Developmental instability is assessed through an individual's level of fluctuating asymmetry (FA; Gangestad et al. 1994; Møller 1997) , which refers to the asymmetry of bilateral characters, such as wrists and ankles, for which the population mean asymmetry is zero (left right character values) and values are normally or leptokurtically distributed depending on the degree of developmental precision (Gangestad & Thornhill 1999 ). An individual's level of FA is argued to be a good indicator of viability and fitness (Møller 1997; Thornhill & Gangestad 1999a; Gangestad & Simpson 2000) so that females selecting symmetrical males as mates may benefit by having better quality offspring (Møller & Swaddle 1997) .
In humans, asymmetries of the face and body are associated with genetically based disorders such as Down's syndrome (Thornhill & Møller 1997 ), schizophrenia (Mellor 1992 and mental retardation (Malina & Buschang 1984) , and a higher occurrence of lifethreatening illnesses (Waynforth 1998). These findings are consistent with the idea that symmetry reflects mate quality. However, not all studies have found a relationship between facial symmetry and physiological health (Rhodes et al. 2001) and it remains controversial whether facial symmetry reflects underlying developmental stability (for opposing views, see Thornhill & Gangestad 1999a; Tomkins & Simmons, in press) .
If a preference for symmetry represents an adaptive mechanism by which females gain indirect genetic benefits for their offspring, then females might be
